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WHERE DO WE CO FROM HERE?
By Lili Pinkul Fowler, L.L.B., C.P.A., (N.Y.)
(Excerpts from a talk before AWSCPA 
and ASWA in Seattle, June 22, 1946)
The science of accounting differs from 
the other sciences in that it was invented 
not because the dilletanti first conceived 
an idea and then sought means to prove 
it, but because practical business men 
needed it and wanted it. It is essentially 
utilitarian, not theoretical.
The history of accounting is a history 
of civilization. As man developed from the 
obscurity of his origin into a complex 
relationship with his neighbor, the need 
for a method of committing facts to some 
sort of record independent of his memory 
arose, and the recorder of these facts was 
always an important personage in his 
society.
From the Egyptian custom of recording 
a man’s life story through means of hiero­
glyphics and inscriptions upon his coffin, 
his sarcophagus, and his tomb, we glean 
details of manners and customs of the 
period. That scribes were looked upon as 
important men we can surmise from the 
elaborate and laudatory inscriptions award­
ed them on coffins and tombs. Everyone 
who could read, write, or cipher was a 
scribe. All accounts on the tombs show a 
scribe seated at each transaction, writing 
on papyrus what a crier called out to him. 
In all walks of life, in the palaces, in the 
temples, and in private homes, a scribe 
was present to make note of the accounting.
We find the same importance attached 
to the work of the scribe in Babylonia. 
He seems to have traveled a good deal in 
the execution of his duties, levying and 
collecting tithes for the sovereign—no doubt 
he was the precursor of the present day 
traveling auditor.
Under the Greeks, coins as a medium of 
exchange were developed and the system 
of public administration was highly or­
ganized. Consequently we find that the 
Greeks well understood the art of account­
ing, and from Roman writings and records 
of speeches we know they carried on the 
Greek traditions and attached much im­
portance to the proper keeping of accounts.
During the Dark Ages there was no prog­
ress in civilization, consequently there was 
no development in the art of accounting. 
After the Norman Conquest of England, 
we again find records of property and the 
maintenance of accounts. By the close of 
the Middle Ages the formation of banks,
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partnerships, and the general spread of 
commerce created the necessity of discov­
ering some uniform system of account 
keeping.
That need was satisfied in 1494 by the 
publication of a book by an Italian monk, 
Luca Paciolo. His was not an original work 
but it was widely publicized and became 
the authority of the day. He understood 
well the theory of double-entry, the prin­
ciple that “each debit must have a credit,’’ 
and his books were closed at the end of 
each business venture, new books being 
started for the ensuing enterprise. Tn those 
days merchants dealt in everything and 
anything, and each business man was in­
terested in his profit or loss at the close 
of each venture. Therefore, Paciolo’s rec­
ommendation for balancing the books at the 
close of each venture was better suited to 
the commerce of that day than our periodic 
balancing would have been.
With the growth of bookkeeping, the 
profession of the public accountant kept 
strides. By the beginning of the 17th cen­
tury the “professional accountant” was well 
recognized. Our first record is of a Society 
of Accountants in Venice, Italy, in 1581. 
By 1669 the “College of Accountants” had 
so gained power that no one was permitted 
to practice as an accountant in Venice 
without being a member.
Scotland founded the first British Society 
of Accountants. George Watson, born in 
1645, a wealthy man and one of consider­
able importance is usually referred to as 
the first Scottish “professional” accountant. 
Scottish directories list seven accountants 
practicing in Edinburgh in 1773 and by 
1805 the number had increased to seven­
teen.
The first society in England was organ­
ized in 1870. ft was shortly followed by 
others and in May 1880 all were incorpor­
ated into the “Institute of Chartered Ac­
countants in England and Wales.” The 
first annual report of the newly organized 
“Institute” issued in 1882 states the num­
ber of members as 1193.
Tn the United States, the first organi­
zation of public and private accountants 
was as early as 1882, called the Institute 
of Accountants and Bookkeepers. In 1886 
the first strictly professional association was 
formed, called the American Association 
of Public Accountants. The next year it 
was duly chartered by the State of New 
York. Mainly through the efforts of this 
organization, a bill was finally passed in 
New York, in 1896, which provided that 
the title Certified Public Accountant should 
be used in the state only by those who 
had been approved by the Board of Ex­
aminers as having the requisite education 
and experience. The Regents of the Uni­
versity of the State of New York, which is 
not a school but is the title of the State 
Education Department, the name by which 
it is still known today, was given the au­
thority to prescribe the examina ions to be 
given candidates. This was the first CPA 
law to be passed in the United States. To­
day, as we all know, every state and terri­
tory has enacted regulations for the ex­
amination and admittance of members to 
the profession.
The State of New York is the leader 
in establishing higher educational require­
ments for the CPA certificate. Since Janu­
ary 1, 1938 each candidate for the exami­
nations must be a college gradute, not of 
any college or of any college course, but 
he must be a graduate of an approved 
course in an accredited college. The re­
quirements set by law are exact. The 
course must consist of at least 120 semester 
hours, which ordinarily means a full four- 
year course in day-time study, or six years 
in evening school work. Fifty percent of 
the studies must be in liberal arts, which 
include English, literature, history, mathe­
matics, psychology, ethics, and so forth, and 
the other fifty percent in professional work, 
including economics, law, banking and 
credit, marketing, business finance, budget­
ing, and so on. The potential field of the 
professional accountant is so broad, in fact, 
that it is not a question of what courses 
of study are superfluous but rather, does 
he dare not prepare himself in any field?
* * *
I will try to see the beauty 
Spread before me, rain or shine;
I will cease to preach your duty 
And be more concerned with mine.
S. E. Kiser
* * *
Our delight in any particular study, art 
or science rises in proportion to the ap­
plication which we bestow upon it. Thus, 
what was at first an exercise becomes at 
length an entertainment.
Joseph Addison
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